The Refining of the Entrepreneur
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Life as an entrepreneur is a wild ride, full of ups and
downs, hills and valleys, and rife with the opportunity to
be sanctified by God as he uses our business challeng-
es to sharpen us, increase our faith and drive us into a
deeper dependence upon Him.

Many entrepreneurial ventures fail within the first
few years, but even after decades of success, there will
continue to be plenty of challenges. Some of the most
spectacular stories are about entrepreneurs that bounce
back from failure against incredible odds, and in so doing,
both teach and inspire us by demonstrating incredible
perseverance and faith.

Consider the following entrepreneurial comeback stories.

Harland Sanders—At the age of sixty-five, after shutting
down his restaurant/gas station when the new inter-
state highway system by-passed his location, this en-
trepreneur found himself with nothing but a $105 per
month social security check, an old car and a recipe for
chicken. Instead of giving up and wallowing in self-pity
and poverty, he hit the road with his wife, sleeping in the
car to save money, as he called on restaurant owners in
hopes to sell them his recipe in exchange for a royalty.
Every single one of his first 1,008 sales calls rejected
his idea, but he faithfully slogged on despite the disap-
pointments, and finally the 1,000th prospect agreed to a
deal. He continued to grow his enterprise and later sold
it for millions of dollars after building what eventually
became known as Kentucky Fried Chicken.
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Steve Jobs—After this founder of Apple was removed as
CEO by a disappointed board, he continued with other
entrepreneurial successes such as Next and Pixar, but
he watched helplessly from the sidelines as his beloved
Apple continued to languish and lose market share
in the personal computer market. Finally in 1997, he

Life as an entrepreneur...
is rife with the opportunity
to be sanctified by God.

stepped back in as CEO of Apple in an attempt to save
the company. The market’s initial response was not very
positive. In fact, at a large technology conference that
year, PC entrepreneur Michael Dell of Dell Computer
commented publicly about Apple: “What would | do? I'd
shut it down and give the money back to the sharehold-
ers!” Despite all the naysayers, Steve put his hand to the
plow, and ten years later the results have been nothing
short of spectacular. Apple’s market value is now higher
than Dell and HP combined and is several billion dollars
higher than technology titan IBM. In a surprising turn of
events, Michael Dell has himself has had to step back in
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as CEO of Dell after a hiatus of several years and is on the
defensive with many expressing doubt about whether or
not he can turn around his company.

Zig Ziglar—a gifted salesman and motivational speaker
has written openly about his failures and lessons
learned. One of his most painful valleys was after he
had already experienced much success and had built his
dream home to the exact specifications of his wife. He
soon faced several severe setbacks which resulted in the
devastating experience of mortgage company represen-
tatives nailing a foreclosure notice to the front door of
his dream home. In his book, Better Than Good, he shares
the following lessons about failure.
= Failure teaches us to depend on God.

Failure teaches us humility.
= Failure teaches us that we can't always get what
we want.

Failure teaches us to make a correction in our
course of action.

Failure teaches us character.

Failure teaches us perseverance.

Failure teaches us that we can survive.

As an entrepreneur, failure is inevitable. It might come in
small ways such as losing a key customer or employee, or
it might completely bowl us over as in a business shut-
down. Regardless of degree, we will meet with failure.
The important things are how we respond to failure and
whether or not we learn from our mistakes. Thankfully,
God has given us numerous examples on how to deal
with failure and adversity.

= The Psalms give us an intimate picture of King David as
he lived through his hills and valleys, but never lost his
heart for God.

The book of Job shows us Job’s faithfulness and
patience despite incredible personal pain and losses.
The book of Genesis shows us a young Joseph who was
sold into slavery and then wrongly accused and thrown
into prison for years, yet he harbored no bitterness
toward his brothers, his accusers or God.

The book of Exodus tells us the story of Moses and his
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We will meet with failure. The
important thing is how we
respond and whether or not
we learn from our mistakes.

abrupt departure from Egypt as a prince, only to spend
forty years as a shepherd as God humbled him in prepa-
ration to lead His people.

= In the book of Nehemiah, we see Nehemiah's inspiring
leadership despite the incredible odds, danger and
public abuse.

As we face the inevitable failures that life will bring
us, not only do we need to walk with God so that He
can work through us to accomplish His purposes, but
we must also raise up the next generation not to fear
failure. Instead they need to see failure for what it is: a
normal process that we all will face and a thing not to
be feared, but to work through with thanksgiving. As
we read in James 1:2-4: “Count it all joy when ye fall
into divers temptations; knowing this, that the trying
of your faith worketh patience. But let patience have
her perfect work, that ye may be perfect and entire,
wanting nothing.” (KJV)

An example of failure
He slid into his chair at the restaurant with the air of
complete exhaustion and imminent failure. His sleepless
nights of worrying over his startup had taken a toll on
him. He slid his restructuring plan across the table to
me with shaking hands and a pleading expression. | had
been called in by one of his investors to try to rescue the
business. It was our first meeting, but once his breakfast
settled in, his story unfolded.

Two years ago he had followed his dream, quit his
mid-career manager job and launched a startup with
high hopes and four million dollars of capital. Very, very



few aspiring entrepreneurs get that kind of capital on
their first attempt at the helm, but things seemed to go
swimmingly for him at first.

What he could not have known was that he was about
to begin a journey of refinement and sanctification. God's
Word does not return void, and he was about to be
reminded of a few patterns, principles and precepts of
scripture that applied to business and his situation in par-
ticular. Two of those principles that stood out to me as |
analyzed the situation were Counting the Cost and Debt
Bondage.

Biblical principle #1: Counting the cost

We find the principle of counting the cost in Luke 14
when Jesus was instructing the great multitudes that
were following after him: “For which of you, intending
to build a tower, sitteth not down first, and counteth the
cost, whether he have sufficient to finish it?” The parable
was about the cost of following Jesus, but, like most
Biblical principles, the principle can be applied to most
areas of life.

The corollary business principle is to “plan for the worst
case!" This entrepreneur’s launch plans had been fairly rosy
with no downside scenario. Without a well-thought out
plan, he had been caught off guard when the economic
downturn cut his revenue in half, and he couldn’t react fast
enough to cut costs—in his lifestyle or in his business. The
result was a tremendous cash burn month after month,
leaving the company completely out of cash at the time
of our meeting. Entrepreneurs should always develop a
detailed plan with various scenarios such as a best-case
plan, a most-likely plan and a worst-case plan. In each case,
the plan should include different levels of staffing and
other expenses that insure the company can survive.

In the midst of our meeting—as we were looking for
ways to cut costs—he remarked that he couldn’t possibly
take a pay cut himself. It turns out he had an expensive
lifestyle of several car payments, a large mortgage and
the other typical trappings of an upper-middle class
lifestyle in suburban America. Starting out as an entre-
preneur usually means a sacrificially-lean budget to gain
as much runway as possible to get the venture off the
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ground. It was abundantly clear to me that he was at-
tempting to maintain that lifestyle and had not counted
the full cost of entrepreneurship. His personal debt leads
us to the second principle.

Biblical principle #2: Debt bondage

The principle that debt puts the debtor in servitude to
the lender appears in several passages, but perhaps
none so clearly as in Proverbs 22:7: “The rich ruleth over
the poor, and the borrower is servant to the lender.”

The parallel business principle is to capitalize a
company in a conservative fashion that fits the resource
requirements of the opportunity, the risk profile of the
entrepreneur, and the stage of the venture. This entrepre-
neur had violated this principle in both his personal and
business life. He had tremendous personal debt, he had
invested most of his life savings in the venture alongside
the other investors, and he had signed a personal

See failure for what it is: a normal
process that we all will faceand a
thing not to be feared, but to be
worked through with thanksgiving.

guarantee for a three million dollar business loan. Of the
four million dollars in total capitalization, one million
was in the form of venture capital (equity) and three
million was in the form of a business loan (debt). This total
debt-to-equity ratio of 3:1 was extremely debt-heavy and
not at all appropriate for an early-stage venture which
usually calls for only equity and no debt burden, since
startups rarely have enough stability to commit to debt
payments of any nature.

In his hopes of propping up the sagging company, he
was also vainly attempting to get a second mortgage on
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his home, which would only exacerbate his problems.

If the company failed, the crushing weight of the debt
would mean not only losing his company and his life
savings, but also facing the loss of his house.

His situation was bleak. At this stage and given
my vantage point, | would give the company only a

twenty-five percent probability of being able to pull out
of its current nosedive. What was certain was this: God’s
Word will not return void; His principles should not be
violated; and His people are refined according to His
purposes—no matter how painful that may be.

See Wade Myers’ biographical information on page 24 of this book, or read more of his story at www.WadeTMyers.com.
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